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(54) Method and system for consulting services 

(57) A method for providing consulting services to a 
customer includes assisting the customer online in for- 
mulating a problem to be addressed by the consulting 
services provider, suggesting at least one approach for 
using consulting services to resolve the problem, and 



providing the consulting services in a collaborative and 
centralized web-based environment. This method facil- 
itates communication and exchange of documents be- 
tween customer and consultant and thus shortens time 
needed to clarify a problem, propose a solution and 
achieve the solution. 
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Description 

[0001] This invention relates generally to providing 
consulting services and, more particularly, to methods 
and systems for requesting and providing collaborative 
consulting services in a real-time environment. 
[0002] When a customer of a consulting service pro- 
vider requests consulting services to solve a problem, 
exchanges of information between the customer and the 
consultant are, of course, necessary to characterize the 
problem to be solved and to work toward a resolution of 
the problem. A customer having a problem to be solved 
generally identifies a consultant or consulting services 
provider and makes an inquiry (usually by telephone). 
Then the consultant, generally via voice or e-mail com- 
munication, collects information pertinentto defining the 
problem. Typically, the consultant then writes a draft de- 
scription of a proposed scope of work along with written 
output deliverables, proposed schedule, and proposed 
pricing. The proposal is faxed or mailed to the customer, 
who then may request changes to the proposal. Initia- 
tion of work and solution of the problem thus may be 
delayed for so long as it may take the customer and the 
consultant to define the problem, and its proposed so- 
lution, to the satisfaction of both. 
[0003] During the course of work by the consultant on 
the problem, the customer typically sends information 
pertinent to the problem by fax, e-mail or voice commu- 
nication to the consultant as may be requested. When 
the work is finished, the consultant generally faxes or e- 
mails a draft report to the customer. The customer then 
reviews the report and faxes or e-mails comments to the 
consultant, who revises the report as needed and re- 
turns it to the customer. 

[0004] The above process involves delays and invites 
errors, such as errors in the transcription of verbal com- 
munications, ormiscommunicationswhen different ver- 
sions of a draft report are routed to various people for 
comment. Some web-based systems are known which 
provide a common centralized collaboration area where 
single versions of information, evaluations, and draft re- 
ports can be posted, accessed, reviewed and updated 
by the customer and the consultant or consulting serv- 
ices provider. However, even with availability of such 
collaboration areas, the process of defining the problem 
to be solved and arriving at its solution can involve ex- 
penditures of time and productivity by both customer 
and consultant. In addition , resolution of similar or re- 
lated problems will elicit identical or similar advice from 
a consultant. Thus, especially in large organizations 
where many problems may be similar or related to one 
another, the same consulting advice may be unknow- 
ingly sought by the organization over and over again. 
[0005] It would therefore be desirable to provide a 
method and system for consulting services that increase 
the productivity and speed of the necessary collabora- 
tion between customer and consultant. It would further 
be desirable to provide rapid and convenient access by 



customers to the appropriate consulting services for res- 
olution of problems. It would still further be desirable to 
provide consulting services that prompt consulting serv- 
ices customers to provide specific information for fden- 

5 tifying a problem in a standardized format. 

[0006] A method for providing consulting services to 
a customer in one embodiment includes assisting the 
customer online in formulating a problem to be ad- 
dressed by the consulting services provider, suggesting 

10 at least one approach for using consulting services to 
resolve the problem, and providing the consulting serv- 
ices in a collaborative and centralized web-based envi- 
ronment. The method facilitates communication and ex- 
change of documents between customer and consultant 

'5 and thus shortens time needed to clarify a problem, pro- 
pose a solution and achieve the solution. 
[0007] In another embodiment, a consulting method 
includes the steps of assisting a customer in formulating 
a problem to be addressed by a consulting services pro- 

20 vider with an electronic user interface, suggesting 
through the electronic user interface at least one ap- 
proach for using consulting services to resolve the prob- 
lem, and providing the user interface in a centralized 
web-based environment. The method further includes 

25 the step of providing the electronic user interface where- 
in the user interface is configured to assist the customer 
in formulating the problem to be addressed by the con- 
sulting services provider. 

[0008] An exemplary electronic system for providing 
30 consulting services to a customer includes a server con- 
figured to receive a consulting services request from a 
customer, a user interface stored on the server, and a 
plurality of devices coupled through a computer network 
to said server. The user interface is configured to assist 
35 the customer online in formulating a problem to be ad- 
dressed by the consulting services provider. The devic- 
es are configured to provide the user with access to the 
user interface, for example by interconnecting with the 
server through the Internet or another distributed com- 
40 puter network. The system and method thus provide 
centralized and collaborative interaction between the 
customer and consulting services provider, to shorten 
the overall time required to formulate and then to solve 
the problem. 

45 [0009] The invention will now be described in greater 
detail, by way of example, with reference to the draw- 
ings, in which:- 

Figure 1 is a block diagram of a system for providing 
50 consulting services; 

Figure 2 is a flow diagram of a method for providing 
consulting services; 

55 Figure 3 is a first web page from an exemplary user 
interface for implementing the method illustrated in 
Figure 2; 
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Figure 4 is a second web page from the exemplary 
user interface; 

Figure 5 is a third web page from the exemplary us- 
er interface; 

Figure 6 is a fourth web page from the exemplary 
user interface; and 

[0010] Figure 1 is a block diagram of a system 10 in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present inven- 
tion. System 10 includes a server 12 and a plurality of 
devices 14 connected to server 12. In one embodiment, 
devices 1 4 are computers Including a web browser such 
as Microsoft® Internet Explorer or Netscape Navigator, 
and server 12 is accessible to devices 14 via an elec- 
tronic network such as the Internet. In an alternative em- 
bodiment, devices 14 are servers for a network of cus- 
tomer devices. Devices 14 are interconnected to the In- 
ternet through many interfaces including through a net- 
work, such as a local area network (LAN) or a wide area 
network (WAN), through dial-in connections, cable mo- 
dems and special high-speed IDSN lines. Alternatively, 
devices 14 could be any device capable of interconnect- 
ing to the Internet including a web-based phone or other 
web-based connectable equipment. 
[0011] One embodiment of a method for providing 
consulting services is implemented on a distributed net- 
work of devices 14 (shown in Figure 1), e.g. computers. 
For example, a provider of consulting services sets up 
a web site on server 12, which customers access 
through the Internet via one of devices 14 using the web- 
browser. However, although the embodiment described 
below is implemented on the Internet using web pages, 
alternative embodiments are implemented using other 
types of distributed computer networks. 
[0012] The web site includes web pages that form a 
user interface configured to assist a customer in formu- 
lating a problem to be addressed by a consulting serv- 
ices provider and to suggest at least one approach for 
using the consulting services to resolve the problem. 
More specifically, to assist the customer the user inter- 
face includes elements such as hyperlinks, radio but- 
tons, and interactive input spaces for prompting the cus- 
tomer to provide information relating to the problem to 
be addressed, and guiding the customer to additional 
information on the web site that is potentially useful for 
solving the problem. Thus, the user interface helps the 
customer formulate the problem to be addressed by 
guiding the customer interactively in defining the prob- 
lem to be addressed. 

[0013] For example, in one embodiment of the meth- 
od as applied to a customer seeking consulting services 
in relation to a nuclear power plant, the customer is 
prompted to provide information relating to the problem 
to be addressed by prompting the customer to provide, 
for example, the identity of a plant system to which the 
problem relates, the identity of a system component to 



which the problem relates, the current operating condi- 
tions of the plant system to which the problem relates, 
a description of pre-existing consulting services to which 
the problem relates, and a type of consultation support 

5 that is potentially useful for solving the problem. 

[001 4] Figure 2 is a flow diagram of one embodiment 
of a method 20 for providing consulting services. Meth- 
od 20 includes assisting the customer online in formu- 
lating a problem to be addressed by the consulting serv- 

10 ice provider, suggesting at least one approach for using 
consulting services to resolve the problem, and provid- 
ing the consulting services in a collaborative and cen- 
tralized web-based environment. 
[001 5] More particularly, a customer seeking consul- 
's ing services from the consulting service provider ac- 
cesses a menu screen 36 via the Internet and one of 
devices 14 (shown in Figure 1). Menu screen 36 in- 
cludes a listing or menu of a plurality of customer op- 
tions. The options include, for example, a Consulting 

20 Request Wizard 42, a Sample Services option 46, a 
Sample Reports option 50, and a Project Collaboration 
option 54. Each customer option corresponds to a dif- 
ferent screen or web page, or set of screens or web pag- 
es in the user interface. The pages or screens corre- 

25 sponding to each option display prompts such as inter- 
active input spaces, verbally descriptive hyperlinks or 
other information that helps the customer navigate 
through system 10. For example, Consulting Request 
Wizard 42 is configured with multiple interactive input 

30 spaces to guide the customer interactively in defining 
the problem and formulating a request for specific types 
of consulting services to address the problem. 
[0016] Sample Services option 46 provides descrip- 
tions of a plurality of standard or sample services that 

35 are provided by the consulting services provider and are 
available to the customer. For example, where the con- 
sulting service provider offers services relating to nucle- 
ar energy facilities, Sample Services option 46 includes 
descriptions of such services as Flaw Evaluation 60, 

40 Systems Evaluation 62, Thermal Hydraulic Evaluation 
64, Expert Consultation 66, and Lost Parts Analysis 68. 
Included in a typical sample service description in Sam- 
ple Services 46 are descriptions, for example, of Bene- 
fits 70, Scope of Service 72, Deliverables 74, Schedule 

45 76, and Customer Input Information 78. Benefits 70 de- 
scribes how the particular Sample Service 46 may con- 
tribute to a problem solution. Scope of Service 72 dis- 
plays standard and optional items included in a scope 
of work to be performed as part of the particular Sample 

50 Service 46. Deliverables 74 describes items, e.g. types 
and formats of reports and other documents, to be pro- 
duced as part of the particular Sample Service 46. 
Schedule 76 describes, e.g. a typical schedule for the 
particular Sample Service 46 and factors that may affect 

55 scheduling. Customer Input Information 78 describes 
documents, specifications and other items that the con- 
sultant needs to perform the particular Sample Service 
46 and that are to be provided by the customer. Depend- 
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ing on the particular sample service being described, 
other categories of information are provided to guide the 
customer. For example, for Lost Parts Analysis 68, a 
Typically Analyzed Components description 80 is pro- 
vided. Similarly, for Expert Consultation 66, a Typical Ar- 
eas of Expertise description 82 is provided, andforTher- 
mal Hydraulic Evaluation 64, a Frequently Utilized JCO 
Evaluations description 84 is provided. 
[001 7] Each description of a sample or standard serv- 
ice in Sample Services 46 also links to any Related 
Sample Reports 86, further described below, related to 
the sample service. For example, a customer viewing 
Flaw Evaluation sample service description 60 can link 
to view a sample Shroud Vertical Weld Analysis report 
88. Alternatively, by selecting Sample Reports option 
50, the customer may display any available Related 
Sample Report 86 for any Sample Service 46. In a fur- 
ther embodiment, Sample Reports screen 50 displays 
a link (not shown) by which the customer can display a 
list of available plant-specific reports which are not dis- 
played as Related Sample Reports 86 but which might 
contribute to a solution of the customer's problem. 
[001 8] Figures 3-6 are web pages from an exemplary 
user interface for implementing the consulting services 
method. In one embodiment, the exemplary user inter- 
face is configured for providing consulting services to a 
customer seeking consulting services regarding a type 
of plant, such as a nuclear power plant. In alternative 
embodiments, when the customer seeks consulting 
services relating to a different type of plant, system, 
component, or business, the user interface is custom- 
ized to prompt and guide the customer depending on 
the type of plant, system, component or business. The 
user interface is customized, for example, by modifying 
the specific queries and prompts to the customer for in- 
formation relating to the problem to be solved. 
[001 9] Figure 3 is a first web page from the exemplary 
user interface, displaying menu 36. Menu 36 includes a 
menu bar 90 displaying hyperlinks to each of the plural- 
ity of customer options available to the customer. For 
example, when the customer options include Consulting 
Request Wizard 42, Sample Services option 46, Sample 
Reports option 50, and Project Collaboration option 54, 
menu bar displays a Consulting Request Wizard hyper- 
link 92, a Sample Services hyperlink 94, a Sample Re- 
ports hyperlink 96, and a Project Collaboration hyperlink 
98. 

[0020] From screen 36 the customer selects, for ex- 
ample, Consulting Request Wizard 42 by, for example, 
selecting Consulting Request Wizard hyperlink 92 with 
a computer mouse or pointing device. Similarly, the cus- 
tomer uses a mouse or pointing device to select Sample 
Services option 46 by selecting Sample Services hyper- 
link 94, to select Sample Reports option 50 by selecting 
Sample Reports hyperlink 96, and to select Project Col- 
laboration option 54 by selecting Project Collaboration 
option 98. 

[0021] Figure 4 is a second web page 100 from the 



exemplary user interface displaying a first portion of 
Consulting Request Wizard 42. Page 100 displays the 
multiple prompts including interactive Input spaces 1 04, 
checkboxes 106, scroll-down bars 108 and the like that 

5 prompt the customer to input information relating to the 
problem to be solved. For example, page 100 includes 
a list of questions 102 to which the customer responds 
by typing answers in the corresponding input spaces 
104, checking boxes 106, and selecting options from 

10 scroll down bars 1 08. In an exemplary embodiment, the 
list of questions includes questions regarding, for exam- 
ple, the following: the identity of the system or compo- 
nent involved, the planfs current operating condition, 
whether or not the customer is aware of prior or current 

*5 work of the consulting services provider that may be 
useful for solving the problem (and if so, a brief descrip- 
tion of that prior or current work) , what type of consulting 
services support might be needed, how much time is 
available to resolve the issue, what plant or unit the in- 

20 quiry applies to, and the areas of expertise that the cus- 
tomer desires to help address the issue. For certain 
questions or prompts, the customer is guided or assist- 
ed in formulating the problem to be solved by the listing 
of multiple possible answers to the question, and the an- 

25 swers are selected by the customer by checking off box- 
es 1 06, or selecting answers from a scroll-down bar 1 08. 
Such prompting is especially suitable, for example, in 
assisting the customer in providing information on the 
area of expertise from which the customer desires help, 

30 where providing the customer with multiple distinct pos- 
sible choices is helpful in formulating the customer re- 
quest. 

[0022] Depending on the information provided to Wiz- 
ard 42, the customer is provided with information per- 

35 taining to a possible approach to the problem. Figure 5 
is a third web page 110 from the exemplary user inter- 
face. When the customer selects Sample Services hy- 
perlink 94, a pop-up menu 1 1 2 listing the available con- 
sulting services is displayed. With regard to consulting 

40 services available for problems relating to a nuclear fa- 
cility, for example, the sample services include Flaw 
Evaluation, Systems evaluation, Thermal Hydraulic 
evaluation, Expert Consultation, and Lost Parts Analy- 
sis. In alternate embodiments of the user interface, the 

45 sample services listed include the available consulting 
services that are directed toward the problems that arise 
in alternate facilities, plants or systems. Each entry of a 
sample service on pop-up menu 112 is a hyperlink to a 
page displaying a description of the sample service se- 

50 lected by selecting the hyperlink. 

[0023] Figure 5 shows an exemplary page 110 dis- 
playing a description of the sample service Flaw Evalu- 
ation. A first portion of page 110 includes a menu bar 
1 1 4 listing multiple hyperlinks to pages that describe dif- 

55 ferent features or aspects of the sample service. A sec- 
ond portion of page 110 includes a brief summary de- 
scription 1 1 6 of the sample service. In Figure 5, summa- 
ry description 116 describes Flaw Evaluation, but sum- 
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mary description 1 1 6 changes depending on the sample 
service selected by the customer. From menu bar 114, 
the customer selects any one of the listed features or 
aspects of the sample service, to hyperlink to a page 
describing that particular feature or aspect of the sample 
service. As described above, in one embodiment menu 
bar 114 lists Benefits, Scope, Deliverables, Schedule 
and Customer Input Information. Menu bar 1 1 4 also lists 
any related sample reports that relate to the problem be- 
ing addressed as determined from the customer input 
information provided to Consulting Request Wizard 42. 
Again, any listed sample report in menu bar 114 is a hy- 
perlink to the listed sample report itself. 
[0024] For example, when the customer selects 
"Scope" from menu bar 11 4, a Scope of Service descrip- 
tion 72 for the sample service currently described by 
page 1 1 0 is displayed. The Scope of Service description 
72 is displayed on another page of the user interface 
(not shown), which describes standard actions taken by 
the consulting service provider in response to problems 
similar to that described by the customer Where such 
actions include, for example, generating a standard re- 
port, the customer is linked to a corresponding Related 
Sample Report 86. Where more than one type of report 
is available in connection with the kind of problem being 
presented by the customer, more than one Related 
Sample Report 86 link is provided. 
[0025] Alternatively, by selecting Sample Reports hy- 
perlink 96, the customer is linked to a page displaying 
any available Related Sample Report 86 for any Sample 
Service 46. Figure 6 shows a fourth web page 1 1 6 from 
the exemplary user interface that is displayed when the 
customer selects Sample Reports hyperlink 96. Page 
1 1 6 lists the titles of sample reports generated for each 
type of sample service available to the customer. Thus, 
in the exemplary embodiment as shown in Figure 5, 
page 116 lists at least one sample report generated for 
each of Flaw Evaluation, Systems Evaluation, Thermal 
Hydraulic evaluation (not shown) , Expert Consultation 
(not shown), and Lost Parts Analysis. Each listed title is 
a hyperlink to the page or pages displaying the selected 
sample report. In a further embodiment, Sample Re- 
ports screen 50 displays a link (not shown) by which the 
customer can display a list of available plant-specific re- 
ports which are not displayed as Related Sample Re- 
ports 86 but which might contribute to a solution of the 
customer's problem. 

[0026] The customer thus is able to view and/or print 
pertinent consulting reports previously produced by the 
consulting service provider. The customer then, for ex- 
ample, circulates a typical report for comments by the 
customer's staff as to whether such a report would be 
responsive to the customer's needs. In a further embod- 
iment, a customer desiring to formulate a request for 
services not specifically delineated in Sample Services 
46 receives access through Wizard 42 to assistance on- 
line or by telephone from a consultant. 
[0027] When the customer has completed answers to 



questions posed by Wizard 42 and has reviewed any 
information provided via Scope of Service descriptions 
72 and Related Sample Report 86 displays, the custom- 
er submits a request 120 for consulting services using 

5 a link (not shown) provided from Wizard 42. The cus- 
tomer is provided online with a tracking number and a 
confirmation of the request 120 submission. In one em- 
bodiment the customer submits more than one request 
120 using Wizard 42 and receives a tracking number 

10 and confirmation for each submission 120. 

[0028] Request 1 20 is transmitted to, for example, an 
Internet address (not shown) for a group of consultants 
employed by the consulting service provider. The cus- 
tomer's problem is routed in one embodiment to at least 

is one consultant having an educational and professional 
background relevant to the problem. Within a fixed pe- 
riod that depends on the type of problem submitted, the 
customer receives a response, online or by telephone 
or fax, from the consultant for initiation of consulting 

20 work. In one embodiment, the fixed period is one work- 
ing day. 

[0029] Consulting services are performed in one em- 
bodiment in a collaborative and centralized web-based 
environment accessible through Project Collaboration 

25 54, by selecting Project Collaboration hyperlink 98. The 
customer and the consulting service provider collabo- 
rate using, for example, ProjectNet® , a project man- 
agement and collaborative service by Cephren, Inc. at 
www.cephren.com. The project collaboration service in- 

30 eludes log-in processes for identifying the customer for 
example with a password and authorizing access by the 
customer to the collaboration environment. Alternative 
embodiments contemplate the use of alternative collab- 
oration tools. Thus the customer and the consultant are 

35 able to confer online, for example, in real time, using the 
information previously submitted by the customer using 
Wizard 42. For example, a web-based common central- 
ized collaboration area is established where single ver- 
sions of information, evaluations, and draft reports are 

40 posted, accessed, reviewed, and updated by the cus- 
tomer and the consultant. 

[0030] The above-described methods and systems 
provide customers with convenient access to the capa- 
bilities and expertise of the consulting service provider. 

*5 Information need to characterize a problem is captured 
quickly and accurately. Because such items as scope of 
work, deliverables and reports are standardized and de- 
scribed in a format readily accessible by the customer, 
work initiation time is reduced. Also, because informa- 

50 tion needed to solve the problem is centralized and 
readily available online, time needed for problem solving 
is shortened. 

[0031 ] For the sake of good order, various aspects of 
the invention are set out in the following clauses:- 

55 

1 . A method for providing consulting services to a 
customer, said method comprising the steps of: 
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assisting the customer online in formulating a 
problem to be addressed by the consulting 
services provider; 

suggesting at least one approach for using con- s 
suiting services to resolve the problem; and 

providing the consulting services in a collabo- 
rative and centralized web-based environment. 

10 

2. A method in accordance with Clause 1 further 
comprising the step of formulating a request for spe- 
cific types of consulting services to address the 
problem. 

15 

3. A method in accordance with Clause 2 further 
comprising the step of providing a plurality of cus- 
tomer options via a menu screen. 

4. A method in accordance with Clause 2 wherein 20 
said step of providing a plurality of customer options 
comprises the step of providing at least two of a 
Consulting Request Wizard, a Sample Services op- 
tion, a Sample Reports option, and a Project Col- 
laboration option. 25 

5. A method in accordance with Clause 4 wherein 
said step of assisting the customer online in formu- 
lating a problem to be addressed by the consulting 
services provider comprises the step of providing 30 
the Consulting Request Wizard, the Consulting Re- 
quest Wizard configured to guide the customer in- 
teractively in defining the problem to be addressed. 

6. A method in accordance with Clause 5 wherein 35 
said step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard comprises the step of providing the Consulting 
Request Wizard with a plurality of prompts to the 
customer to provide information relating to the prob- 
lem to be addressed. *o 

7. A method in accordance with Clause 6 wherein 
the step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard with a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- *5 
dressed comprises the step of providing the Con- 
sulting Request Wizard with a prompt to the cus- 
tomer to provide information identifying a physical 
plant to which the problem relates. 

50 

8. A method in accordance with Clause 7 wherein 
the step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard with a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed comprises the step of providing the Con- 55 
suiting Request Wizard with a prompt to the cus- 
tomer to provide information on the operating con- 
ditions of the physical plant. 



9. A method in accordance with Clause 6 wherein 
the step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard with a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed comprises the step of providing the Con- 
sulting Request Wizard with a prompt to the cus- 
tomer to provide information identifying a system to 
which the problem relates. 

1 0. A method in accordance with Clause 6 wherein 
the step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard with a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed comprises the step of providing the Con- 
sulting Request Wizard with a prompt to the cus- 
tomer to provide information identifying a compo- 
nent to which the problem relates. 

11. A method in accordance with Clause 6 wherein 
the step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard with a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed comprises the step of providing the Con- 
sulting Request Wizard with a prompt to the cus- 
tomer to provide information identifying other con- 
sulting work that is potentially useful for solving the 
problem. 

12. A method in accordance with Clause 6 wherein 
the step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard with a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed comprises the step of providing the Con- 
sulting Request Wizard with a prompt to the cus- 
tomer to provide information identifying a type of 
consultation support that is potentially useful for 
solving the problem. 

13. A method in accordance with Clause 6 wherein 
the step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard with a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed comprises the step of providing the Con- 
sulting Request Wizard with a prompt to the cus- 
tomer to provide information identifying at least one 
area of technical expertise that is potentially useful 
for solving the problem. 

14. A method in accordance with Clause 6 wherein 
the step of providing the Consulting Request Wiz- 
ard with a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed comprises the step of providing the Con- 
sulting Request Wizard with a prompt to the cus- 
tomer to provide information on the time available 
to solve the problem. 

15. A method in accordance with Clause 4 wherein 
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said step of providing at least two of a Consulting 
Request Wizard, a Sample Services option, a Sam- 
ple Reports option, and a Project Collaboration op- 
tion comprises providing the Sample Services op- 
tion, the Sample Services option configured to pro- 5 
vide the customer with descriptions of a plurality of 
sample services available to the customer. 

1 6. A method in accordance with Clause 1 5 wherein 
said step of providing the Sample Services option 10 
comprises the step of providing the customer with 
descriptions of standard services including at least 
one of flaw evaluation, systems evaluation, thermal 
hydraulic evaluation, expert consultation, and lost 
parts analysis. 15 

1 7. A method in accordance with Clause 1 6 wherein 
said step of providing the Sample Services option 
comprises the step of providing the customer with 

a description of each standard service, the descrip- 20 
tion for each standard service comprising at least 
two of benefits of the service, scope of the service, 
deliverables of the service, schedule of the service, 
and customer input information required for the 
service. 25 

18. A method in accordance with Clause 4 wherein 
said step of providing at least two of a Consulting 
Request Wizard, a Sample Services option, a Sam- 
ple Reports option, and a Project Collaboration op- 30 
tion comprises providing the Sample Services op- 
tion and the Sample Reports option, the Sample 
Reports option configured to provide the customer 
with links to sample reports that are related to a 
standard service selected by the customer. 35 

19. A method in accordance with Clause 4 wherein 
said step of providing at least two of a Consulting 
Request Wizard, a Sample Services option, a Sam- 
ple Reports option, and a Project Collaboration op- *o 
tion comprises providing the Project Collaboration 
option, the Project Collaboration option configured 

to provide the customer and the consulting services 
provider with a centralized collaboration area 
wherein single versions of consulting, communica- 45 
tions are posted and revised. 

20. A consulting method comprising the steps of: 

with an electronic user interface, assisting a so 
customer in formulating a problem to be ad- 
dressed by a consulting services provider; 

suggesting through the electronic user inter- 
face at least one approach for using consulting 55 
services to resolve the problem; and 

providing the user interface in a centralized 



web-based environment. 

21 . A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

20 further comprising the step of providing the elec- 
tronic user interface, the electronic user interface 
configured to assist the customer in formulating the 
problem to be addressed by the consulting services 
provider. 

22. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

21 wherein the step of providing the electronic user 
interface comprises the step of providing a web site 
accessible by the customer via a computer device 
interconnected to a distributed computer network. 

23. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 
21 wherein the step of assisting the customer, with 
an electronic user interface, In formulating a prob- 
lem to be addressed by the consulting services pro- 
vider comprises the step of guiding the customer 
interactively in defining the problem to be ad- 
dressed. 

24. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

23 wherein the step of guiding the customer inter- 
actively in defining the problem to be addressed 
comprises the step of prompting the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed. 

25. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

24 wherein the step of prompting the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed comprises the step of prompting the cus- 
tomer to provide at least one of an identity of a plant 
system to which the problem relates, the identity of 
a system component to which the problem relates, 
current operating conditions of the plant system to 
which the problem relates, a description of pre-ex- 
isting consulting services to which the problem re- 
lates, a type of consultation support that is poten- 
tially useful for solving the problem, an area of tech- 
nical expertise that is potentially useful to solve the 
problem, and an amount of time available to solve 
the problem. 

26. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

25 wherein the step of suggesting through the elec- 
tronic user interface at least one approach for using 
the consulting services to resolve the problem com- 
prises the step of providing the customer with a de- 
scription of standard actions taken by the consulting 
services provider in response to problems of the 
type described by the information provided by the 
customer. 

27. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

26 wherein the step of providing the customer with 
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a description of standard actions taken by the con- 
sulting services provider in response to problems of 
the type described by the information provided by 
the customer comprises the step of describing at 
least one of a one of a plurality of standard actions, 5 
the standard actions comprising flaw evaluation, 
systems evaluation, expert consultation and lost 
parts analysis. 

28. A consulting method in accordance with Clause io 
26 wherein the step of providing the customer with 

a description of standard actions taken by the con- 
sulting services provider in response to problems of 
the type described by the information provided by 
the customer comprises the step of describing a 
standard report for each type of standard action. 

29. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

28 wherein the step of describing a standard report 
comprises the step of providing the customer with 20 
access to at least one related sample report. 

30. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

29 wherein the step of providing the customer with 
access to at least one related sample report com- 25 
prises the step of providing the customer with ac- 
cess to a plurality of sample reports that are related 

to the problem being addressed. 

31 . A consulting method in accordance with Clause so 
29 further comprising the step of prompting the cus- 
tomer to specify a request for at least one of the 
available standard actions to solve the problem be- 
ing addressed. 

35 

32. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 
31 further comprising the step of generating a con- 
sulting services request based on the information 
provided by the customer and the standard actions 
specified by the customer. *o 

33. A consulting services method in accordance 
with Clause 32 further comprising the step of trans- 
mitting the consulting services request to the con- 
sulting service provider. 45 

34. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

33 further comprising the step of providing a re- 
sponse to the consulting services request. 

50 

35. A consulting method in accordance with Clause 

34 wherein the step of providing a response to the 
consulting services request comprises the steps of: 

contacting the customer with a consultant from 55 
the consulting services provider; and 

initiating consulting services for the customer. 



36. An electronic system for providing consulting 
services to a customer, said system comprising: 

a server configured to receive a consulting 
services request from a customer; 

a user interface stored on said server, said user 
interface configured to assist the customer on- 
line in formulating a problem to be addressed 
by the consulting services provider; and 

a plurality of devices coupled through a compu- 
ter network to said server, said plurality of. de- 
vices configured to provide the user with ac- 
cess to said user interface. 

37. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
36, said user interface further configured to provide 
the customer with at least one approach for using 
consulting services to resolve the problem.. 

38. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
36 wherein said user interface comprises a central- 
ized web-based application configured to provide 
the consulting services including collaboration with 
the customer. 

39. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
36 wherein said user interface is configured to as- 
sist the customer in formulating a request for spe- 
cific types of consulting services to address the 
problem. 

40. A method in accordance with Clause 36 wherein 
said user interface comprises a plurality of custom- 
er options presented via a menu screen. 

41 . An electronic system in accordance with Clause 

40 wherein said plurality of customer options com- 
prises at least two of a Consulting Request Wizard, 
a Sample Services option, a Sample Reports op- 
tion, and a Project Collaboration option. 

42. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 

41 wherein said plurality of customer options com- 
prises the Consulting Request Wizard, the Consult- 
ing Request Wizard configured to guide the custom- 
er interactively in defining the problem to be ad- 
dressed. 

43. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 

42 wherein said Consulting Request Wizard com- 
prises a plurality of prompts to the customer to pro- 
vide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed. 

44. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 

43 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 
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to provide information relating to the problem to be 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 
provide information identifying a physical plant to 
which the problem relates. 

5 

45. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
43 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 
to provide information relating to the problem to be 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 
provide information on the operating conditions of io 
the physical plant. 

46. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
43 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 

to provide information relating to the problem to be « 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 
provide information identifying a system to which 
the problem relates. 

47. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 20 
43 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 

to provide information relating to the problem to be 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 
provide information identifying a component to 
which the problem relates. 25 

48. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
43 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 
to provide information relating to the problem to be 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 30 
provide information identifying other consulting 
work that is potentially useful for solving the prob- 
lem. 

49. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 35 
43 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 

to provide information relating to the problem to be 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 
provide information identifying at least one area of 
technical expertise that is potentially useful forsolv- 40 
ingthe problem. 

50. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
43 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 

to provide information relating to the problem to be 45 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 
provide information on the time available to solve 
the problem. 

51 . An electronic system in accordance with Clause 50 
41 wherein said plurality of customer options com- 
prises the Sample Services option, the Sample 
Services option configured to provide the customer 
with descriptions of a plurality of sample services 
available to the customer. 55 

52. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
51 wherein the Sample Services option comprises 



descriptions of standard services including at least 
one of flaw evaluation, systems evaluation, thermal 
hydraulic evaluation, expert consultation, and lost 
parts analysis. 

53. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
52 wherein a description of each standard service 
comprises at least two of benefits of the service, 
scope of the service, deliverables of the service, 
schedule of the service, and customer input infor- 
mation required for the service. 

54. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
41 wherein said plurality of customer options com- 
prises the Sample Services option and the Sample 
Reports option, the Sample Reports option config- 
ured to provide the customer with links to sample 
reports that are related to a standard service select- 
ed by the customer. 

55. An electronic system in accordance with Clause 
41 wherein said plurality of customer options com- 
prises the Project Collaboration option, the Project 
Collaboration option configured to provide the cus- 
tomer and the consulting services provider with a 
centralized collaboration area wherein single ver- 
sions of consulting communications are posted and 
revised. 



Claims 

1. An electronic system (10) for providing consulting 
services to a customer, said system comprising: 

a server (12) configured to receive a consulting 
services request (120) from a customer; 
a user interface stored on said server, said user 
interface configured to assist the customer on- 
line in formulating a problem to be addressed 
by the consulting services provider; and 
a plurality of devices (14) coupled through a 
computer network to said server, said plurality 
of devices configured to provide the user with 
access to said user interface. 

2. An electronic system (10) in accordance with Claim 
1 , said user interface further configured to provide 
the customer with at least one approach for using 
consulting services to resolve the problem. 

3. An electronic system (1 0) in accordance with Claim 
1 wherein said user interface comprises a central- 
ized web-based application configured to provide 
the consulting services including collaboration with 
the customer. 

4. An electronic system (1 0) in accordance with Claim 
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1 wherein said user interface is configured to assist 
the customer in formulating a request (1 20) for spe- 
cific types of consulting services to address the 
problem. 

5 

5. An electronic system (1 0) in accordance with Claim 
1 wherein said user interface comprises a plurality 
of customer options presented via a menu screen 
(36). 

10 

6. An electronic system (1 0) in accordance with Claim 

5 wherein said plurality of customer options com- 
prises at least two of a Consulting Request Wizard 
(42), a Sample Services option (46), a Sample Re- 
ports option (50) , and a Project Collaboration option « 
(54). 

7. An electronic system (1 0) in accordance with Claim 

6 wherein said plurality of customer options com- 
prises the Consulting Request Wizard (42), the 20 
Consulting Request Wizard configured to guide the 
customer interactively in defining the problem to be 
addressed. 

8. An electronic system (1 0) in accordance with Claim 25 

7 wherein said Consulting Request Wizard (42) 
comprises a plurality of prompts to the customer to 
provide information relating to the problem to be ad- 
dressed. 

30 

9. An electronic system (1 0) in accordance with Claim 

8 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 
to provide information relating to the problem to be 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 
provide information identifying a physical plant to 35 
which the problem relates. 

10. An electronic system (10) in accordance with Claim 
8 wherein the plurality of prompts to the customer 

to provide information relating to the problem to be 40 
addressed comprises a prompt to the customer to 
provide information on the operating conditions of 
the physical plant. 
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